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is finely illustrated by that incident in the history of
chemistry. In 1799, when deprecating too much his own
early theoretical speculations, he wrote: "One good experi-
ment is worth more than the ingenuity of a brain like
Newton's." When he was twenty-eight Davy justified, as
far as it is possible to justify, the bold statement he had
made when he was twenty-one. In repeating the effect of
electrolysis on solutions of potash and soda he noted again
that apart from the evolution of hydrogen and oxygen no
other important chemical effect occurred. Hence "the
presence of water appearing thus to prevent any decom-
position, I used potash in igneous fusion. . . , Though
potash, perfectly dried by ignition, is a non-conductor, yet
it is rendered a conductor by a very slight addition of
moisture, which does not perceptibly destroy its aggrega-
tion; and in this state it readily fuses and decomposes by
strong electrical powers. ... A small piece of pure potash,
which had been exposed for a few seconds to the atmo-
sphere, so as to give conducting power to the surface (was
attached to electric terminals in the open air). Under
these circumstances a vivid action was soon observed to
take place. The potash began to fuse at both its points of
electrization. There was a violent effervescence at the
upper surface; at the lower, or negative surface, there was
no liberation of elastic fluid; but small globules having a
high metallic lustre, and being precisely similar in visible
characters to quicksilver, appeared, some of which burnt
with explosion and bright flame as soon as they were formed,
and others remained and were merely tarnished, and finally
covered by a white film which formed on their surfaces."
Davy discovered potassium and sodium in the early part
of October, 1807. By November ipth he had elucidated
many of their properties, and delivered his second Bakerian
Lecture on that date. The intervening days were spent in
the wildest intellectual excitement and experiment. When
Davy first "saw the minute globules of potassium burst
through the crust of potash and take fire as they entered
the atmosphere he could not contain his joy—he actually
bounded about the room in ecstatic delight, and that some

